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Abstract 
The beliefs, attitudes and understandings of pre-service teachers towards bullying and more 
recently, cyberbullying remains unclear. Previous studies have found them to be generally 
lacking confidence to address bullying, which could impact negatively on school climate if, 
when they enter the profession, these beliefs undermine existing anti-bullying initiatives. This 
study explores Australian pre-service teachers' (N= 717) understanding and knowledge of 
traditional bullying and cyberbullying and their confidence and capacity to deal with it. Findings 
from self-report, anonymous questionnaires from students attending three universities in 
Australia indicated that two thirds (66%)  of current pre-service teachers felt informed to very 
informed  and capable to very capable (62%) of dealing with school bullying and 90% could 
discern cyber and traditional bullying behaviours from other online and offline aggressive acts. 
Gender and Year level differences were found.  The potential impact of their knowledge and 
understanding of bullying and cyberbullying on school climate, and sustaining and maintaining 
anti-bullying interventions as they enter the profession is discussed. 
Keywords: pre-service teachers, bullying, cyberbullying, school climate 
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Australian Pre-service Teachers’ Knowledge and Understanding of Cyberbullying: Implications 
for School Climate 
Bullying is a sub-set of aggression which presents a serious problem for schools and 
individuals worldwide (Kaltiala-Heino et al, 2000; Kärnä, et al, 2011; Li, Smith & Cross, 2012; 
Smith & Steffgen, 2013; Ttofi & Farrington, 2011).  The emergence of cyberbullying,   has 
exacerbated this problem, challenging how staff and the school community understand and deal 
with it (see Costabile & Spears, 2012; Hinduja & Patchin, 2009; Li, Cross & Smith, 2012; Mora-
Merchand & Jaeger, 2010; Smith & Steffgen, 2013).  Greater mental health impacts have been 
found for those who: are cyber-victimised (Campbell, Spears, Slee, Butler & Kift, 2012; Spears, 
Slee, Owens & Johnson, 2008; 2009); cyberbully (Campbell, Slee, Spears, Butler & Kift, 2013) 
and witnesses to it (Rivers, Poteat, Noret, & Ashurst, 2009). Further to this, Van Geel, Vedder & 
Tanlon, (2014) in their meta-analysis of 36 studies, found that cyberbullying was more strongly 
related to suicidal ideation compared with traditional bullying.  Both of these phenomena 
negatively influence school climate, which at its heart, concerns creating healthy, connected 
relationships in and around school (Cohen & Freiberg, 2013). Schools are involved with 
cyberbullying through: the overlap and co-occurrence with offline (traditional) and online 
(cyber); the 24/7, boundary-less nature of it; the unique behaviours involved (e.g. sending 
intimate images); the anonymity offered by being online (Smith, Steffgen & Sittichai, 2013); and 
the fluid, cyclical nature of the behaviors across and between the two settings (Spears, Slee, 
Owens & Johnson, 2008; 2009). The last point is important, as it means that the disruption of 
relationships, offline or online, are always present in the social relationships of young people at 
school. Spears et al (2009, p 194) particularly noted that: “relationships may never be without 
interference in a technologically driven social world”.   
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Teachers as Change Agents 
Universal success of whole school interventions, has not been achieved (Farrington & 
Ttofi, 2009; Rigby & Smith, 2011; Ttofi & Farrington, 2011) raising the need to explore gaps in 
understanding, such as who implements initiatives, and how well they do so. Spears, Slee, 
Campbell and Cross (2011) argued that it is teachers who implement top-down (mandated) or 
bottom-up (school-led) anti-bullying interventions,  thus their role is instrumental in effecting 
school change and improving school climate. Whilst school management/Principals have a 
critical role to play in supporting any intervention offered in schools, through committing time 
and resource allocation, it is the teachers who act as the agents of change, by championing, 
supporting, promoting and maintaining it, or not (Fullan, 2006; 2007). (Fullan, 2006; 2007; Slee 
et al., 2009). Teacher beliefs, practices and philosophies towards bullying, and more recently, 
cyberbullying, give them agency to act, and thus impact on how bullying is dealt with (Richard, 
Schneider & Mallet, 2012; Rigby & Bauman, 2007; Sairanen & Pfeffer, 2011; Yoneyama & 
Rigby, 2006). In turn, the community’s perception of a school’s climate: of its tone and quality, is 
influenced by the teachers’ abilities to address these phenomena, and to provide a safe and 
supportive learning environment for children and young people. 
The departure of key staff, combined with the arrival of new staff, can create a shift in 
knowledge of and commitment to, any initiative at any school. This raises the question of the 
role of pre-service (still in training) and beginning teachers (recent graduates) in any whole-
school initiatives (Spears, 2006).  Up until now, they have only been considered in the context of 
how adequately teachers are prepared by their institutions to deal with bullying, and have not 
been considered in the context of whole-school change processes and the flow-on impact that 
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might have on school ethos and climate. Nor have they been considered in terms of having 
grown up with technology, as so-called ‘digital natives’ (Prensky, 2009). 
Pre-service Teachers 
Previous studies have found pre-service teachers to have limited knowledge, 
competencies and confidence in dealing with bullying (e.g. Bauman & Del Rio, 2005, 2006; Li, 
2008; Nicolaides, Toda, & Smith, 2002) and cyberbullying (Craig, Bell, & Leschied, 2011; Ryan 
& Kariuki, 2011;Yilmaz, 2010). This has direct implications for their contributions to school-
based initiatives. This finding also suggests that their arrival in a school could have a negative 
influence on the school community’s confidence in how the school deals with cyber or traditional 
bullying, and could subsequently contribute to a change in that schools’ climate.  Craig, Bell and 
Lescheid (2011, p 23) noted that ‘teachers who did not perceive bullying as serious, would be 
passive and ineffectual in addressing such behaviors’ and Waasdorp, Pas, O’Brennan & 
Bradshaw (2014) further reported that the norms and perceptions held about bullying are 
important aspects of a school’s ‘culture of bullying’ (p 128), and thus the climate and ethos of the 
school to deal with it.   
Millenials/Gen Z/Always On/ Generation and the National Safe Schools Framework 
The Millenials/GenZ/Always-On Generation, are aged 18-33, have grown up with 
technology, and have attitudes and behaviors reflecting the environment in which they were 
raised: they are highly connected, value social networking and use increasingly mobile and 
convergent digital devices (Pew Social Trends, 2014). They are the only generation not to have 
had to ‘adapt’ to social technologies (Pew, 2010).   Current pre-service teachers therefore come 
with both online and offline social and academic experiences, and are different even to those of 
five years ago, in terms of the technology progression, development and usage. In Australia, 
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(ABS 2012-2013) individuals from ages 15 to 34 years comprised the highest proportion of 
internet users (at 97%), and 18–24 year olds preferred Social networking (92%) over other 
activities.  
Australian pre-service teachers commence either a four year undergraduate or two year 
post-graduate degree in Education. They have also completed their schooling at age 18, under the 
guiding principles of the National Safe Schools Framework (MYCEETYA, 2003; 2011), which 
advocates a whole-school approach to wellbeing at school and provides a range of evidence-
informed practices to guide schools in the prevention and response to incidents of bullying, 
cyberbullying and cybersafety (2011, p 5).  This cohort then, is well placed to provide insight 
into their knowledge and beliefs in relation to bullying and cyberbullying (Spears et al, 2010).   
Theoretical Considerations 
Several theoretical underpinnings are relevant to this study: self-efficacy (Bandura, 
1977); planned behaviour (Ajzen, 1985; Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980) and the Model of Goal 
Directed Behaviour (Perugini and Bagozzi, 2001).  Premised in the concept of human agency, 
where actions are driven by beliefs, each seeks to explain how beliefs transform into actual 
behaviors.  Bandura (1977) suggests that those with a strong sense of self-efficacy, are self-
confident about their ability to deal with challenges and believe their actions can make a 
difference. Ajzen (1985) examined the role of perceived behavioural control and intentions, and 
Perugini and Bagozzi (2001) examined the role of desires to influence intent. Bradshaw et al, 
(2007) found that if teachers held high self-efficacy beliefs, they would be more likely to indicate 
that they would intervene.  Similarly, Novicka & Isaacs (2010) found that teachers’ responses to 
bullying were influenced by their preparedness to deal with it. Importantly, Boulton et al (2014) 
found that pre-service teachers’ beliefs uniquely and significantly, predicted their intentions to 
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intervene in cyberbullying episodes (p 153).  As several studies have reported on gender 
differences in teachers’ and pre-service teachers’ beliefs and actions in relation to bullying (e.g. 
Bauman, Rigby & Hoppa, 2008; Yilmaz, 2010; Boulton et al, 1997) this study also examined 
gender and year level differences. 
School Climate 
The link between the perceptions that the school community holds, both individually and 
collectively, with regard to bullying, cyberbullying and other acts of violence; and the climate of 
a school: its quality, character and tone, is well recognised (Skiba et al, 2006; Smith, Shu & 
Madsen, 2001; Stockdale et al, 2002; Unnever & Cornell, 2004; Waasdorp et al, 2014; Yoneyama 
& Rigby, 2006). Negative perceptions of school climate have been found to result in higher 
levels of bullying (Gendron, Williams and Guerra (2011).  By contrast, a supportive climate was 
found to be an important strategy in students’ willingness to report bullying (Eliot, Cornell, 
Gregory and Xitao (2010).  Similarly, Yoneyama and Rigby (2006) reported that high teacher 
morale, a positive learning climate and structure of the learning environment contributed to 
lower levels of bullying. Richard, Schneider & Mallet (2012) also found evidence to support a 
link between positive school climate (feeling safe and secure) and lower levels of bullying 
behaviors, but specifically reported that the quality of student-teacher relationships emerged as a 
strong predictor of fewer bullying episodes (p276). These findings are consistent with earlier 
studies exploring school climate (e.g. Rutter et al, 1979) and confirm the importance of teacher 
attitudes, behaviors and relationships with students in the development of a positive school 
climate to reduce bullying and cyberbullying.  
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The Current Study 
This study examines Australian pre-service teachers’ knowledge and understanding about 
bullying and cyberbullying, with a view to informing their contribution to a positive school 
climate, and the sustainability of whole-school anti-bullying strategies. The current study adds to 
existing knowledge of pre-service teachers by exploring: their ability to discern traditional 
bullying and cyberbullying from other forms of conflict and aggression; their perceptions of the 
seriousness/severity of these incidents; how informed and capable they perceive they are to deal 
with it; and the advice which they might give to students being victimised.  Knowing the 
capacity pre-service teachers bring to school settings, is important if anti-cyber/bullying 
interventions are to have sustainability and positive school climates are to be maintained 
Method 
Design and Measures 
This study employed an exploratory, cross-sectional survey design for use with pre-
service teachers attending 3 Universities in Australia. The anonymous, self-report paper-based 
questionnaire, with both qualitative and quantitative questions has been previously used with 
students and teachers from a large-scale school-based survey of students’ cyber/bullying 
experiences (See Campbell, et al 2012; 2013). Where necessary, wording of stems of questions 
were modified to suit the targeted sample of pre-service teachers (PSTs) as distinct from teachers 
already in service. 
The survey was divided into five sections which explored: (a) participant demographics; 
(b) understanding of bullying (qualitative responses/self-definition); (c) how informed  (1=Not 
very through 3= Very) and capable (1=Very through 3= Not very) they felt regarding dealing 
with school bullying;  (d) their ability to discern traditional bullying (TB) from non-bullying 
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(NTB)  and cyberbullying (CB) from non-cyberbullying  (NCB) behaviours (10 possible TB; 10 
possible CB scenarios), (e) their perceptions of severity for all scenarios (0= not at all serious 
through 4= very serious) and finally, (f) the type of advice they would give to students who had 
been bullied (16 items; 1=never through 4 = very often).  
Scenarios were devised from real life examples from student experiences and previous 
qualitative research (Spears, Slee, Owens and Johnson, 2008; 2009).  They were checked for 
consistency, legitimacy and trustworthiness:  firstly by the research team and secondly through a 
process of expert review, using a Delphi technique (Masser & Foley, 1987).  The reliability and 
validity of the scenarios in relation to the key components of bullying were determined:  intent to 
hurt/harm; imbalance of power and the often repetitious nature of the acts (Campbell, Spears, 
Slee, Butler & Kift, in preparation). A final panel of six experts from five countries: The United 
Kingdom, the United States of America, Australia, Spain and Sweden, anonymously reached 
consensus that the scenarios demonstrated: 10 traditional bullying/not traditional bullying; and 
10 cyberbullying/not cyberbullying episodes.  
Insert Table 1 here 
Level of Severity: Scenarios were used to ascertain perceptions of the level 
seriousness/severity for each scenario: (5 point Likert Scale: 0 = Not Serious At All to 4 = Really 
Serious).  
Advice to students: who were experiencing victimization was investigated using  16 
commonly employed teacher responses, drawn from previous studies, each on a 4 point Likert 
scale (1= Never; 2 = Once in a while; 3 = Pretty Often; 4 = Very Often).  The 16 item advice 
scale was factor analysed using a principal components analysis followed by a varimax rotation, 
suggesting the operation of two clear factors:  
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 Advising students to use emotional control (8 items):  
o not look scared; not cry; look indifferent; not get angry; not give in to the bullies; 
find a different way of coping; ignore the bullies; get away from the bullies; and  
 Advising students to engage in help- seeking (6 items):  
o seek help if upset; ask an adult for help; tell a teacher; express their feelings;  tell 
their parents/caregiver; ask friends for help,  
 with 2 items (pretend it was not happening and fight back) not falling clearly into either 
factor.  
 
Surveys were electronically scanned and data were entered into the SPSS program for 
statistical analysis. Qualitative responses/data were analysed separately, using an interpretative 
phenomenological approach, which enabled a constant comparison process of identifying 
recurring patterns of meaning (Patton, 1990; Reid, Flowers, & Larkin (2005). Thematic coding, 
rather content analysis, was undertaken. Initial categories were determined through open coding, 
followed by axial (relationships) and selective (exemplar) coding processes (See Creswell, 2008, 
p 436). Given the very large number of qualitative responses from participants, saturation of key 
ideas (Bowen, 2008), was reached quickly.  
Participants and Sampling 
Non-probability sampling was employed, and a purposeful, convenience sample of 
students in pre-service teacher education programs (N=717) in three Australian Universities, 
from two different States was collected.  Participants completed an anonymous paper and pencil, 
self-report questionnaire.   
Procedure 
Following University ethics approvals from each institution, course-coordinators were 
notified of the study by email. The researcher/assistant visited the classes who volunteered to 
participate. The surveys took approximately 15-20 minutes to complete and were undertaken 
voluntarily late in the academic year. The nature of the study was explained using standardized 
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explanations and the researcher/assistant distributed and collected the questionnaires during that 
time. Those who chose to not participate were free to leave and those who were unable to 
complete during class time, returned the completed survey to a sealed box located outside the 
researchers’ office later that day (N=717).  The anonymity of responses was emphasized and 
Universities are unidentifiable.   
Results 
Demographics 
Females (85.4%, n= 604) outnumbered males (14.6%, n= 104) reflecting the female 
domination of the teaching profession in Australia (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2012). Most 
respondents were undergraduates (91.2%, n=641). The remainder were in two-year graduate 
programs (8.8%, n=62). Fifty four percent (54.2%, n=384) were in their final year of a 4 year 
program. Twenty three per cent (23.8%; n=169) were in first year; 14.2% (n=101) were in the 2nd 
year; 7.8% (n=55) were in the 3rd year. Eighty five per cent (85.4%) of the cohort was under the 
age of 30, with nearly two thirds of those (66.1%, n=470) aged between 20-30. The remainder 
consisted of mature-aged students (aged 31+).  
Pre service teachers’ understanding of bullying and cyberbullying 
Participants defined bullying in their own words (response rate 82.8%, (n=594/717). The 
three universally agreed components of bullying were applied as key themes over the data, viz: 
an intent to harm, a power differential and repetition over time. Commonly held, core 
understandings of bullying and cyberbullying were evident across all groups (Gender (M/F), 
Year level (1-4), Teaching Programs (Graduate/undergraduate), Universities (3) and States (2) 
and are evidenced through the following exemplars:  
Bullying is understood by this cohort to be: 
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Ongoing, systematic harassment, belittling and victimisation by one who has control and 
power over another who feels they have no power or control to respond to the bullying 
behaviour [Female, Graduate, 1st Year] 
A repeated action from one child or children towards another/others, where there 
is physical harm such as kicking, punching or hitting, or mental harm such as 
name-calling, demoralising or diminishing the other child/ren. ….Something 
where the other child/ren feel/s helpless in their position and is upset [Female, 
Undergraduate, 1st Year] 
Repeatedly acting in a manner that intends to intimidate, harass or belittle 
another individual or group [Female, Undergraduate, 4th Year] 
Respondents also consistently named behaviours they associated with bullying, including 
cyberbullying, indicating their knowledge of the subtypes, and suggesting that for them, 
cyberbullying is not viewed as a separate and distinct form of bullying, but one that is 
intrinsically linked with traditional bullying: e.g.  
Bullying is any form of behaviour, verbal, physical and cyber - that victimises an 
individual in an unwanted way (Female Undergraduate, 4th year) 
Bullying is a form of harassment that can take various forms: be it physical, 
verbal or recently cyber [Male, Graduate, 1st Year] 
Put downs, teasing, name calling, being left out of activities, hitting, stalking 
[Female, Undergraduate, 4th Year] 
 
 Pre-service teachers’ recognition of bullying, cyberbullying and perceived levels of severity 
Nearly all respondents (>83% agreement) correctly identified the five bullying scenarios 
(#18; #20; #21; #22; #25) and five cyberbullying scenarios (#7; #8; #13; #14: #16 (>90% 
agreement) (See Table 1) and determined that on a scale of 0-4, the most serious incident was a 
traditional bullying (TB) item #25 (TB) M=3.84, SD 0.42), closely followed by 5 cyberbullying 
(CB) scenarios: #7 (M= 3.71, SD =0.53), #13 (M=3.71, SD=0.62); #14 (M=3.67, SD= 0.57);  #8 
(M=3.51, SD= 0.68) and #16 (M=3.36, SD= 0.76). Those scenarios deemed to not be serious at 
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all were neither traditional bullying nor cyber-bullying: #10 (Not CB); #19 (Not TB); #23 (Not 
TB); #24 (Not TB). See Table 2.    
Insert Table 2 here 
There was evidence of some confusion in understanding however, with:  78.2%, (n=550) 
suggesting that item #17 (fight); item #26 (accidental): 32.2%, (n=226), and item #23 
(banter):28.5%, (n= 200) were bullying.  Similarly, there was confusion that: #11(cyber-
aggression): 71.5%); #9 (cyber-fight): 51.3%); #10 (cyber-banter): 36.5%) and #15(cyber-
conflict) 28.7%) were cyberbullying.   
Gender differences were evident for some of the bullying scenarios and their perceived 
level of severity.  Female pre-service teachers (81.1%, n=484) were more likely to call item #17 
(Not TB/fight) bullying than males (60.8%, n=62) (χ2(1)=20.972, p <0.001).  Similarly females 
(33.8%, n=201) were more likely than males (23.8%, n=24) to say item #26 (Not TB/accidental) 
was bullying (χ2(1)= 4.003, p=0.045). Item #21 (TB) was perceived to be bullying by most 
participants (83.6%), and considered moderately serious (M=2.7, SD=0.97), but females (Mean 
=2.74) thought it was more serious than males (M=2.46; F(1,694)= 7.362, p=0.007). Whilst 
participants perceived Item #19 (Not TB) correctly: as not bullying, and not serious (94.3%, 
M=0.61, SD= 0.82), females (Mean = 0.64) thought this incident was more serious than males 
did (M=0.44; F(1,659)=4.896, p=0.027).   
In terms of cyberbullying scenarios, female pre-service teachers (87.1%, n=556) were 
more likely to call item #16 (CB) cyberbullying than males (12.9%, n=82) (χ2(1)=18.509, p < 
0.001). Item # 9 (Not CB/fight), approached significance: with females (52.6%, n= 314) more 
likely than males (42.2%, n=43) to call this cyberbullying (χ2 (1)=3.799, p=0.051).  No gender 
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differences for the level of severity of the possible cyberbullying items were found: male pre-
service teachers were equally as likely as females, to determine the cyberbullying/not CB 
scenarios as serious or not.  
How informed and capable do pre-service teachers feel to deal with bullying? 
Nearly two thirds of pre-service teachers who responded (n=695) reported that they felt 
informed with regard to school bullying issues (65.8%, n=457) with 9.25% (n=64), reporting 
feeling very informed. One quarter of those who responded (25%; n=174) indicated however, 
that they felt “not very informed”. No gender differences were evident in how informed pre-
service teachers felt. Whilst year level differences were not significant overall, cell differences 
suggested that more students in first year, reported being very informed (Std Res 1.7) and more 
in second year reported being not very informed (Std Res 1.9). 
In terms of their capacity to deal with bullying (n=607), most felt capable (62.4%, n= 
435) and a few felt very capable (7.7%, n= 54). However, 29.8% (n=208) reported feeling “not 
very capable”. Gender differences were apparent in terms of capacity to deal with bullying:  
more females (31.9%, n=191, Std Res -2.3) reported they felt “not very capable” compared with 
males (17.2%, n=17) (χ2(2)=9.494, p = 0.009) and more males (71.7%, n=71, Std Res 1.2) 
reported feeling capable of dealing with bullying than females (60.9%, n=364). Year level 
differences were evident (χ2(6, n=696)=22.340, p = 0.001) with 48% (St Res 3.4) of second year 
students reporting not feeling very capable. 
Pre-service teachers’ advice for students   
Of the 16 strategies, pre-service teachers indicated they would use the following most 
often to advise students (1=Never through 4 = Very Often): Seek help if upset (M=3.70, SD= 
0.539); Tell a teacher (M=3.58, SD=0.592); Tell parents/Caregiver (M=3.50, SD=0.729); 
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Express their feelings (M=3.47, SD=0.718); Ask an adult for help (M=3.43 SD =0.672).  The 
least often strategies suggested would be: Pretend it was not happening (M=1.23, SD=0.555); 
Fight back (M=1.29, SD=0.553); Not cry (M=1.74, SD=0.898); Look indifferent (M=1.89 
SD=0.886); 
One-way analyses of variance (ANOVA) determined that gender differences were evident 
in the advice pre-service teachers would give to students: Male pre-service teachers were more 
likely than females to give advice about controlling their emotions to students if being bullied:  
i.e Not give in to the bullies (Males (M= 3.15) : Females (2.91, SD=1.066) ( F (1,701) = 4.631, 
p=0.032); Not look scared (Males (M=2.60): Females (2.21) ( F(1,695)=12.651, p<0.001); Tell 
them to not get angry (Males (M=2.59): Females (M=2.25) ( F (1,700)= 8.912, p=0.003); Ignore 
the bullies (Male (M=2.50): Females (M=2.25) (F (1,702)= 6.963, p=0.009); Not cry (Males 
(M=2.24): Females (M=1.65) (F(1,696) = 38.371, p<0.001); Fight back (Males (M=1.57): 
Females (M=1.24) (F(1,702)= 13.317, p<0.001. 
Female pre-service teachers reported they were more likely than males to use help-
seeking advice with students if being bullied: Seek help if upset (Females (M= 3.73); Males 
(M=3.55); F(1, 705)=9.570, p=0.002; Tell a teacher (Females (M=3.60): Males (M=3.42); 
F(1,700) = 8.681, p=0.003; Express their feelings (Females (M=3.51): Males (M=3.24); 
F(1,700) = 13.371, p<0.001; Ask an adult for help (Females (M=3.47): Males (M=3.21); F(1,702 
= 6.963, p=0.001;  
What else would pre-service teachers advise? Qualitative responses  
In terms of what else they would advise, two key themes emerged from190 free text 
responses: using individual approaches and classroom/school focused approaches. Pre-service 
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teachers reported that they would advise the following at the individual level, which reflect both 
the help-seeking and emotional-controlling strategies previously identified: e.g.   
(a) Communicate directly with those who were bullying (n=33) “say stop and tell them 
how you feel”; (b) “Be strong” (n=27) “don’t let them know they are getting to you”;  (c) Talk 
with someone (n=26) “find someone you trust: teacher, friend, counsellor;  (d) Seek help 
generally (n=10) “ring a child helpline”;  (e) Work it out themselves (n=9) “ask them to reflect 
on their own behaviours”; and  (f) Ignore it (n=5) “ignore, move away, seek advice and help”.  
 
They also indicated that they would advise making use of school, class or teacher 
approaches to support those being targeted: e.g 
(a) Classroom strategies (n=25) “class discussions/teach resilience”; (b) School 
procedures “go through school policy/steps/restorative justice”;  (c) Playground strategies “act 
confidently/body language; and  (d) Meetings between the parties “arrange a meeting/mediate 
with the parties”. 
An additional theme which also emerged in relation to the advice that was given:  that it 
should include developmentally appropriate language; and strategies which reflected the age 
and maturity of the child. Common responses suggested that pre-service teachers believed that 
older students were more capable of working it out than younger ones, and that their advice 
would reflect that, perhaps calling upon additional support as necessary, such as involving a 
counsellor. Confirmatory examples of this which fit these emergent patterns, are: 
Junior primary/primary may need more help from teachers to resolve feelings and 
learn coping strategies. Younger children will respond better to adult help rather 
than older students, who may be made fun of even more if an adult intervenes 
[Female, Undergraduate, 4th Year] 
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Junior primary/primary would need more teacher involvement and parent 
intervention. Secondary students: give them a chance to sort it out [Female, 
Graduate, 2nd Year] 
Older students need to be able to work with a counsellor to deal with the 
problem rather than have it solved for them (prepare them for the real world) 
[Female, Graduate, 4th Year] 
Discussion 
The current study has advanced knowledge of pre-service teachers’ understanding of 
bullying and cyberbullying in a number of ways, and has extended and built upon previous 
studies (Bauman & Del Rio, 2005, 2006; Bauman, Rigby, & Hoppa, 2008; Boulton et al (1997; 
2014; Craig, Henderson, & Murphy, 2000; Craig, Bell, & Lescheid, 2011; Kandakai & King, 
2002; Li, 2008; Ryan & Kariuki, 2011; Nicolaides et al, 2002).  It has revealed that Australian 
pre-service teachers: understand the construct of bullying and cyberbullying; largely feel 
informed and capable to act; and can discern bullying and cyberbullying behaviours from other, 
non-bullying and non-cyberbullying behaviors.  This is a critical practical application and 
demonstration of their understanding of the differing constructs, which augurs well for their 
ability to translate this into actions. Their collective recognition of the severity of certain bullying 
and cyberbullying behaviors indicates they would be unlikely to underestimate or trivialise the 
impact on young people, and perhaps, are the most cyberbullying-savvy cohort of pre-service 
teachers to date. 
Most beginning teachers in Australia enter the workforce as contract or temporary/casual 
relief teachers, and they would not necessarily receive induction into the anti-bullying approach 
of the school when they arrive to teach a class for a day or a week.  Arriving with positive 
attitudes, confidence and belief in one’s ability to engage usefully with the school community, 
together with an understanding of the severity/seriousness of bullying and cyberbullying,  
positions this cohort for success both personally and professionally as part of the whole school 
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community approach to intervention, and as contributors to positive school climate as a 
consequence. Future research could examine their desires and intentions according to Perugini 
and Bagozzi’s Theory of Goal Directed Behavior (2010) which argues that it is the desire to act, 
which influences intention to do so.   
Together these findings suggest that there was a level of clarity for this cohort not 
previously identified in other studies concerning their understanding of bullying (e.g.Bauman & 
Del Rio, 2005, 2006) or cyberbullying (e.g. Craig, Bell, & Lescheid, 2011). It could be 
accounted for through their own recent schooling experiences, or via their online explorations 
through the rise in such dedicated Australian websites as Bullying No Way! 
(www.bullyingnoway.gov.au) or Cybersmart (www.cybersmart.gov.au) or through any behaviour 
management coursework and field placements. Alternatively, the use of vignette/scenario 
methodology may have assisted this clarity of understanding. Craig, Bell and Lescheid (2011) in 
calling for the use of vignettes, indicated that they “approximate real-life decision-making or 
judgement-making situations and thus may garner insight into such processes” (p31). Given that 
the scenarios used had originally come from young people’s real-life situations and had been 
verified as being legitimate examples of bullying/cyberbullying and non-bullying/cyberbullying 
by the expert panel prior to use, it would seem that this approach has more accurately accessed 
pre-service teachers’ abilities to discern bullying/cyberbullying from other aggressive behaviours 
such as fighting and conflict.  
A teacher’s gender may also contribute to whether or not bullying is seen as a problem 
requiring a response, which also has implications for pre-service teachers’ contribution to school 
climate.  Bauman & Del Rio (2005; 2006) for example, reported that pre-service teachers did not 
readily recognize relational forms of bullying as being serious.  Previous studies have identified 
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that gender differences are an important source of variation in teacher attitudes towards bullying, 
where males reported being more tolerant of aggression than females, and females expressed 
more negative attitudes towards bullying (Craig et al, 2000; Craig, Bell, & Lescheid, 2011).   
Overall, gender differences in this study reflected stereotypical preferences with regard to 
advice which might be given: females recognized relational/social forms more readily and 
perceived them to be more serious, than males, but were also more likely to confuse fighting 
with bullying.  Males and females were also more likely to advise students according to 
stereotypical gendered patterns:  with males more often giving emotion-controlled advice (don’t 
cry; don’t look scared) compared with females who tended to give more help-seeking advice (tell 
a teacher; ask an adult for help). Skrzypiec, Slee, Murray-Harvey & Pereira (2011) noted that 
adults advise different strategies to those preferred by children who are victimised, with the 
children preferring more “ineffective” strategies, such as hoping for a miracle. Pre-service 
teachers then, may be advocating strategies which  children do not usually use, and this 
discrepancy is a problem which needs addressing if students are to trust reporting 
bullying/cyberbullying incidents to beginning teachers. 
Those who did not feel very capable of addressing bullying, were mostly female, and this 
is an issue worthy of follow-up, as teaching in Australia is largely feminized (ABS, 2010). Their 
potential contribution to school climate, then, is perhaps a negative one, which could undermine 
existing interventions. Gender specific training is one area which has not been considered at all, 
but may be relevant to this cohort.  
Pre-service teachers readily agreed on the severity of the acts of bullying, and males were 
equally as likely as females to determine the severity of cyberbullying scenarios as serious or 
not.  It is possible that both genders comprehend the impact of technology-related bullying, due 
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to their implicit understanding from their own experiences: that it is both overt and covert and 
always present online (Spears et al., 2008; 2009). 
Jacobsen & Bauman (2007) noted that teachers who were trained in bullying prevention, 
were more likely to accurately identify more kinds of bullying e.g. relational, verbal, and 
physical. Both males and females in this study recognized the seriousness of online bullying 
behaviors, contrasting with earlier studies into offline bullying, where relational forms of 
bullying were not readily recognized as serious, compared with physical forms (Bauman & Del 
Rio, 2005; Birkinshaw & Elsea, 1998).  
Strengths & Limitations 
The strength of this study is that it has a diverse sample drawn from first through to 
fourth year students, from three states and three Universities, across two programs (graduate and 
undergraduate) in Australia, capturing pre-service teachers from diverse preparations, and where 
the commonality rests with their age and place in time: Millenials/GenZ/Net Gen. 
The validity of the scenario/vignettes, as determined by both the source (young people) 
and the experts (Delphi Technique) provides accurate evidence that this cohort of pre-service 
teachers can discern bullying/cyberbullying from non-bullying/non-cyberbullying behaviours, 
which is an important skill for teachers in schools. Being able to define bullying is different to 
being able to recognise and categorise the behavior in real life. Use of vignette/scenarios allows 
pre-service teachers to apply the key constructs of bullying in their deliberations: power 
imbalance, repetition/over time and deliberate intent, assisting them to differentiate between 
other forms of aggression and bullying or cyberbullying.  
One limitation of this study concerns the failure to explore how informed and capable 
pre-service teachers felt they were to address cyberbullying only, as distinct from bullying 
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overall. Similarly, information concerning previous training or the detail about their programs 
was not included. Another limitation is that data were not collected about their previous personal 
experiences of cyberbullying. 
Conclusions 
Teachers are essential to establishing and maintaining school climate, as well as for intervention 
efforts for bullying in schools (Salmivelli, Kaukiainen, Voeten & Sinisammal, 2004). Bauman 
and Del Rio (2006) noted that when teachers or school personnel ignore or dismiss bullying, 
students perceive that they cannot count on adults to help, or that the behaviour is acceptable or 
tolerated. This subsequently creates a school climate which is fearful and not positive.  The 
opposite however, is also true: supportive staff create environments in which bullying is not 
tolerated, leading to positive climates, where students feel safe. From a systemic perspective, 
pre-service teachers emerge as beginning teachers and consequently play a role in the continuity 
and maintenance of existing anti-bullying approaches, bridging the gap left by those who leave, 
and contributing their own values, practices and perspectives of bullying to the climate of the 
school.  
The current study has demonstrated that: pre-service teachers have a reasonably high 
level of self-efficacy with regard to addressing bullying/cyberbullying: they feel knowledgeable 
about how bullying is defined in relation to the intent, power and repetition aspects of the 
behaviour;   most feel informed and capable of addressing bullying as beginning teachers; they 
can discern bullying/cyberbullying from non-bullying/non-cyberbullying behaviours (scenarios); 
they can recognize the seriousness of incidents; and their advice to students reflects what is 
currently being given by teachers in schools, demonstrating consistency of approach across the 
teaching community. Pre-service teachers in this study, seem to be well placed when they 
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eventually join a school community as a beginning teacher. Through feeling informed, they are 
likely to be involved in the promotion and prevention of bullying/cyberbullying immediately 
they enter a school, becoming an agent of change, thereby contributing to the continuity, 
maintenance and sustainability of a school’s anti-bullying intervention directly, and indirectly, to 
its tone and climate. How this actually translates into practice is not known, however, and 
beginning teacher experiences in relation to engaging in anti-bullying interventions is an area of 
future research. 
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Tables 
Table 1 
Possible Cyberbullying and Bullying Scenarios  
Item  Possible Cyberbullying* Scenarios 
7* Some girls created a “We hate Penny” website where they posted jokes, cartoons, gossip and rumours, 
all putting down Penny. They made fun of her clothes and told her how stupid and ugly she was. 
8* Kati sent messages to Mandy pretending to be her friend and asked lots of questions. Mandy responded, 
sharing really personal information. Katie forwarded the message to lots of other people with her own 
comment: “Mandy is a loser”. 
9 Laura and Emma’s online fight got angrier and angrier. Insults were flying both ways. 
10 Monica doctored picture of Sally by putting her head on a picture of a cat and then uploaded it to her 
blog. When Sally saw it she Sally thought it was really funny. 
11 Susie and her friends send each other nasty emails and text messages. The teacher sends them to the 
Deputy Principals’ office. In the office, Susie and her friends cry and then make up. 
12 Sam accidentally presses the send button and forwards a confidential email to another friend 
13* Jenny filmed a group of girls bashing up on Wendy and posted it on YouTube. Her friends sniggered and 
laughed when she came to school the next day 
14* Bobby and his friends created a website about Barton and put stuff on there about how much they and 
everyone else hates him. 
15 Jacob was really angry at Kane as this was the second time he hadn’t turned up for a meeting about their 
school project. Jacob called him five times but Kane didn’t answer so he sent him a text telling him to 
get lost. 
16* Daniel wears glasses and stutters. Mary rings Daniel repeatedly on his mobile phone, pretends to stutter 
and then hangs up. Daniel fears answering his mobile. 
 
Item Possible Bullying* Scenarios 
17 Once after class Max grabbed Peter’s schoolbag & emptied the contents onto the floor of the classroom. 
Peter got Max’s bag and emptied its contents. They both started to punch each other. 
18* Charlie and his friends live near Arnold. Sometimes when Charlie and his friends walk past Arnold they 
ignore him, and other days they make fun of him, and say he has no friends. So Arnold leaves home 
extra early so he does not have to run into them, as it upsets him when they make fun of him 
19 Lisa was only allowed to have 5 people at her party. She sent invitations to her friends. She didn’t send 
one to Kathy who was in her class because she wasn’t her friend. 
20* Roslyn is in a class for gifted kids. It is called the “Ignite class”. Others call her a nerd, ignore her, and 
deliberately leave her out of group activities. This has been going on all year. This makes Roslyn very 
sad. 
21* Beverley is in class and finds that a note is being sent around. However, the note goes to everyone but 
her. She suspects that the note is something to do with her, but no-one will tell her. This is not the first 
time this has happened. She feels unhappy and does not feel that she can do much to stop it. 
22* Brendan has a hearing aid and others make fun of him by talking too softly for him to hear. The teacher 
does not know this has been going on all term. He is really upset by their behaviour. 
23  Tim and Joe are always playing jokes on their friend Josh. Last week they put a “whoopy” cushion on 
Josh’s seat. Everyone in the class laughed, including Josh. 
24 John accidentally bumps into Graeme during a lesson and Graeme tells him to stop bullying. It is the 
only  time it has happened 
25* Stephen gets some lunch money only on Wednesdays. If Stephen does not give Finlay his lunch money 
every week, Finlay beats him up. 
26 Pete rides a skateboard to school every day. One day Fred puts his foot out and accidentally trips Pete. 
Pete is really badly hurt.  
Note: Item numbering relates to the questionnaire order 
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  Table 2 
Perceived Severity of Scenarios 
Item Mean N St D. 
#7 Girls created a “We hate Penny” website 3.71 715 .529 
#8 Kati manipulated Mandy, and forwarded the message: “Mandy is a loser” 3.51 710 .684 
#9 Laura and Emma's online fight: insults flying 2.06 699 1.035 
#10 Monica doctored picture of Sally; Sally thought it was funny .86 687 .999 
#11 Susie & friends send each nasty emails; make up in principal's office 1.97 696 .964 
#12 Sam accidentally sends confidential e-mail 1.54 675 1.115 
#13 Jenny filmed girls bashing Wendy; uploaded to YouTube 3.71 709 .615 
#14 Bobby created website about hating Barton 3.67 708 .574 
#15Jacob got angry and sent ‘get lost’ message to Kane for not turning up 1.31 685 .965 
#16 Mary teases Daniel on his mobile for stuttering 3.36 708 .764 
#17Max and Peter grab each other’s schoolbags & punching 3.00 698 .925 
#18 Arnold leaves early to avoid Charlie & his friends making fun of him 3.20 706 .813 
#19 Lisa did not invite Kathy to her party; she was not a friend .61 665 .815 
#20 Rosalyn called names and ostracised for being gifted 2.99 706 .862 
#21 Note sent to everyone except Beverly; who thinks it's about her 2.70 700 .973 
#22 Kids talk softly to Brendan, so he can’t hear them: has a hearing aid  3.29 703 .788 
#23 Tim and Joe joke around with Josh, who laughs  .87 675 1.035 
#24 John accidentally bumps into Graeme for first time - accused of bullying .57 661 .824 
#25 Stephen gives Finlay his only lunch money to avoid getting beaten 3.84 704 .424 
#26 Fred accidentally trips Pete on skateboard - is really badly hurt 2.00 671 1.338 
 Note: (0= Not Serious  through 4 = Really Serious) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
